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During the first week of December, the Guatemalan government and the rebel Unidad
Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca (URNG) signed two more peace accords: the terms and
conditions for a cease-fire and a series of constitutional reforms and modifications to the electoral
system. Both sides were expected to sign yet another agreement on Dec. 12 that outlines legal
conditions to permit the guerrillas to re-enter civil society free from the threat of prosecution for
political crimes committed against the state. This last accord, however, has generated widespread
criticism since it also covers government soldiers. As a result, human rights organizations say the
agreement smacks of an amnesty decree that will allow human rights violators to remain outside the
law.
Since mid-November, the Guatemalan peace process has been on a fast track, as the URNG and the
government negotiated the final details of the "operative" accords that remained on the dialogue
agenda. In late October and early November, the peace negotiations temporarily broke down
because the guerrillas had breached agreements on human rights reached in 1994. But following a
series of guerrilla concessions, talks resumed on Nov. 9, with the goal of concluding negotiations in
time to sign a final end to the war on Dec. 29. (see NotiSur, 11/15/96).
On Dec. 4, the two sides signed an armistice agreement in a ceremony in Oslo, Norway, attended
by nearly 700 diplomats and observers. "With the signing of this definitive cease-fire accord, the
government and the URNG are now silencing their guns after 36 years of war," reads the preamble
to the agreement. "This accord bears witness to the decision taken by the URNG political-military
organization to transform itself into a legal political force and to become an active participant,
alongside the government and civil society, in the construction of peace, development, and the
common good." In practice, the war ended last March, when the URNG declared a unilateral truce
(see NotiSur, 04/12/96).
In the current accord, the two sides agreed to maintain the present halt to armed activity until
the cease-fire takes effect after the signing of the final agreement on Dec. 29. Once the treaty is
signed, the UN will supervise the terms of the cease-fire, which will culminate in the rebels' final
demobilization within 60 days after the cease-fire takes effect. During the two-month period, the
guerrillas will be housed in specially designated camps surrounded by "security zones" that neither
the army nor the rebels can enter. The army will relocate all its outposts and installations away from
those areas. In addition, the army will be forbidden to carry out troop movements within an eightmile radius beyond the security zones, unless the UN gives prior approval.
During the 60-day period, all rebel arms will be stored in special depots guarded by the UN,
although the guerrillas will be allowed to carry their personal arms while in the camps. On the 43rd
day, progressive rebel demobilization will begin. By day 48, 33% of guerrilla troops will have left the
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camps and legally reincorporated into civil society. By day 54, up to 66% will be demobilized, and
by day 60, all guerrillas will have left the camps, with all URNG weapons turned over to the UN. On
Dec. 7, three days after the cease-fire was signed, the URNG and the government signed a second
accord on reforms to the Constitution and the electoral system. That accord, which was signed
at a ceremony in Stockholm, Sweden, outlines changes to the Magna Carta to accommodate the
legal reforms that both sides agreed to during the peace negotiations. Since 1994, the government
and the URNG have signed six accords on: human rights, the safe return of refugees in Mexico
and elsewhere, the rights of indigenous peoples of Guatemala, the establishment of a war-crimes
commission to investigate abuses committed by both sides during the war, socioeconomic and
agrarian reforms, and major reforms in the government security apparatus and the judiciary (see
NotiSur, 03/03/95, 04/07/95, 06/07/96, and 09/27/96).
"These constitutional reforms will create the institutional framework needed to carry out the
commitments we forged in the political, economic, social, and ethnic realms, as well as the
commitments regarding human rights and the struggle against impunity," reads the preamble to the
agreement. "This accord represents a historic step that institutionally guarantees the construction of
peace and stability."
Among the most significant reforms are:
*Amendments that officially recognize the country's three ethnic groups Maya, Garifuna, Xinca and
that label Guatemala a "multiethnic, pluricultural, and multilingual nation." The reforms will also
recognize the languages spoken by indigenous groups as well as their spiritual beliefs and practices.
* Judicial reforms that, among other things, mandate the acceptance of indigenous languages during
legal proceedings, guarantee public defense for low-income groups, and establish a career path for
judges to professionalize court personnel.
*Legislative reforms that limit the number of congressional deputies to the current level of 80 and
that prohibit re-election beyond two terms.
*Reforms of the government security apparatus that limit the army to defending the country's
sovereignty and territorial integrity, while creating a National Civilian Police Force that will be
responsible for enforcing domestic law and order. The reforms will also eliminate the clause
reserving the post of defense minister to military officers and will clearly recognize the president as
commander in chief of the armed forces. And the country's military courts will be prohibited from
handling common criminal cases, limiting their jurisdiction to internal army infractions. Finally,
the agreement calls on the electoral court (Tribunal Supremo Electoral, TSE) to form a special
commission, which will include representatives from all political parties currently represented in
Congress, to draw up election reforms.
In particular, the accord requests proposals to fortify voter registration and access to polling places.
It also requests controls to guarantee transparency in the process of choosing party representatives
and candidates and calls for mechanisms to provide equal opportunities for all parties to publicize
their platforms and positions during elections. "First, we signed and sealed our commitment to
silence the country's weapons, and now, with these constitutional reforms, we are constructing
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the institutional base for national reconciliation, imposition of the rule of law, and democratic
coexistence," said Carlos Gonzales, one of the URNG's four top commanders, during the signing
ceremony. "The accords we have signed, taken together, constitute the legacy we leave for future
generations. We place them in the hands of the Guatemalan people to use in the struggle for the
common good, national reconciliation, democracy, and peace."
On Dec. 12, both sides were expected to sign the agreement on rebel reintegration into civil society,
which must include some form of amnesty for the guerrillas to guarantee that they will not be legally
prosecuted for political crimes once they lay down their arms. The accord, however, has generated
a huge controversy in Guatemala because the amnesty will also cover government troops. The
government says the inclusion was necessary for national reconciliation to guarantee an end to the
war that does not favor one side over the other.
Nevertheless, human rights organizations say that the pact, in effect, provides a blanket amnesty
that will allow army personnel responsible for human rights violations during the war to remain
protected from prosecution. The government counters that gross human rights violations and
"crimes against humanity" will not be covered by the amnesty. In addition, the war-crimes
commission that will be set up to investigate misdeeds committed during the war will, at the least,
provide public exposure of those responsible for human rights violations.
Opposition groups, however, demand that justice not be obstructed, and they have vowed to
roll back the amnesty through appeals to the Supreme Court, if necessary. "A general amnesty
such as the one proposed would represent an endorsement of the horrendous crimes committed
during the armed conflict," said Nineth Montenegro, a congressional deputy for the leftist Frente
Democratico Nueva Guatemala. "We can not give our consent. It would go against all our ethical
and political principles." [Inter Press Service, 11/12/96, 11/15/96, 11/26/96, 11/29/96; New York
Times, 12/05/96; Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 12/06-08/96; La
Hora (Guatemama), 12/11/96; Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 11/18/96, 11/21-30/96, 12/03-12/96; Siglo
Veintiuno (Guatemala), 11/19/96, 11/20/96, 12/12/96]
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